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A little passage contained in the Anabasis of Ar- 
rian (VI, 29, 7), that originally belonged to a lost 
work by Aristobulos of Cassandreia 1 (as stated in 
VI, 29, 4), 2 briefly mentions the office performed 
by the Magi in honour and memory of Cyrus the 
Great. This important piece of information is 
found within a well-known chapter concerning 
the sacrilegious violence perpetrated against the 
tomb 3 and the body of the first Persian king and 
the restoration subsequently ordered by Alexan- 
der (VI, 29, 9-11). 

The present contribution will focus on the 
paragraph about the ritual, which in my opinion 
is also relevant for the interpretation of some 
passages in the great inscription of Sabuhr I 
(SKZ). A consideration of these parallels will 
confirm the importance of the cultural continu- 
ity in the politico-religious traditions of Western 
Iran from the Achaemenian past to the Sasanian 
period, a subject frequently investigated by our 
friend and colleague Prof. Prods Oktor Skjasrvo, 4 
to whom this study is dedicated. 

According to Arrian's text (VI, 29, 7): 

Eivai 8s svxoc; too irspiPo^ou rupoc; xfj dva|3dosi xfj 
sttI xov xdcpov (pspouafi oiicr|(ia o(nKpov xoic; Mdyou; 
Tio7toir||isvov, 6i 5f| stpo^aoaov xov Kupou xdcpov sxi 
diro Ka|i(36oou xou Kupoo, naiq Jiapd Jiaxpot^ sk§s%6- 
|j.svo<5 xfjv <piAaKf|v. Kai xouxok; TipoPaxov xs tc, f]ns- 
pav sSiSoxo ek fiaaikEmq Kai dXsupcov xs Kai oi'voo 
xsxayiisva Kai itctcoi; Kaxd (ifjva tc, Ouaiav xcp Kupcp. 

"Within the enclosure and by the ascent to the 
tomb itself there was a small building 5 put up for 
the Magians who used to guard Cyrus' tomb, 
from as long ago as Cambyses, son of Cyrus, an 
office transmitted from father to son. The king 



used to give them a sheep a day, a fixed amount 
of wheat and wine, and a horse each month to 
sacrifice to Cyrus." 6 

Strabo (XV, 3, 7), whose ultimate source was 
again Aristobulos, mentions the presence of a 
group of Magi attending at the tomb of Cyrus; in 
particular he wrote: 

EonPfjvai 5s xauxa, Kaursp (pu^aKfjg jrspiKsi(isvr|c; 
Mdywv, aixr)oiv A,a(iPav6vxo)v Ka6' f|(ispav TipoPaxov, 
5id (ir)v6c; 5' uurov. 7 

"But these things happened, notwithstanding 
the surrounding surveillance of the Magi, who 
received as food a sheep every day and a horse 
every month." 

Although various scholars have already dis- 
cussed these passages, sometimes in detail, as 
for instance Briant, 8 the possible comparison be- 
tween this Achaemenian office and the sacrifices 
to be offered pad ruwdn in the framework of SKZ 
has not yet been considered in detail. 

In fact, both Arrian's text and that of Strabo 
(although in the latter case the sheep or lamb 
and the horse are erroneously considered as a 
kind of payment for the work of the Magi) give a 
list of the "ingredients" necessary for a sacrifice 
which basically correspond to those mentioned 
in SKZ. 

As we know from SKZ 33, 9 a special fire [adui, 
Ttupsiov) was established "for the soul and the 
future fame" (MP pad ama niwan ud pannam-, 
Parth. pad ama aiwan ud pasnam-, Gr. f||icov 
[iveiav Kai 6v6(iaxo<^ auvxfjpr|oiv) of the living king 
Sabuhr; furthermore, as stated in SKZ 33-34, 10 



111 



p a n a i n o : Sheep, Wheat, and Wine 



other fire-temples were erected in order to per- 
form offices on behalf of the king's relatives as 
well as some other nobles (see SKZ 35-38 ). u Ac- 
cording to SKZ 35, Sabuhr offered to these fire- 
temples 1,000 lambs which were part of his own 
surplus 12 [akbiid 1,000 in Middle Persian and 
Parthian; sksivcov twv xei^iwv irpopdicov in the Gr. 
text). 13 Then, as is detailed in SKZ 36, he ordered 
one animal every day plus bread and wine to be 
offered as a sacrifice on his own behalf: 

MP pad amd ruwdn ioz o ioz akbiid 1, nan 
g(riw) 1 h(ofan) 5, mayp(ds) 4 [. . . ] "for our soul 
every day one lamb, one giiw 14 (and) five hofan 15 
of bread, and four pas of wine [. . . ]"; 

Parth. pad amd aiwdn ioz 6 ioz akbiid ew, 
nan ew gilw ud 5 hofan, maS 4 pas "for our soul 
every day one lamb, one giiw (and) five hofan of 
bread, and four pas of wine [. . . ]"; 

Gr. sk; xf|v (ivstav f)jj,tov upoPaxov f||ispiaiov sv Kal 
oipxcov (i65io5 Eiq f||nau5, oivou Ttaadxai; xsaaspac; 
[. . . ] "for the memory of us one lamb and one 
and a half modius of bread, four pas of wine 



Furthermore, Sabuhr ordered only "one lamb, 
one and a half modius of bread and four pas of 
wine" to be offered (presumably every day) 16 for 
a group of relatives mentioned in SKZ 36-38; 
finally, he established the same sacrifice for the 
souls of other nobles (listed in SKZ 40-50), al- 
though in this case the sacrificial animals were 
merely those left over, 17 i.e. 270, 18 after the num- 
ber required for the two preceding offices (365 
lambs for the king himself, 365 for his relatives) 
had been deducted from the original 1,000. 19 In 
any case, the presence of so many lambs (or 
sheep) 20 — the sacrificial animal pai excellence, 
as shown by the choice of the Greek term 
7ipo|3axov 21 — clearly implies their daily immola- 
tion on behalf of the souls, 22 a ritual office ex- 
pressed in §39 of SKZ by means of the verb 
YDBHWNtn (MP yastan), YOBDytn (Parth. ya- 
zldan) and |iaysusw (text: (iaysuacoaiv). 23 

As we have seen, the performance of such a 
ritual with the immolation of a lamb every day 
(upoPaxov fmepioiov) and an offering of bread (oipxwv) 
and wine (oivou) was something special, reserved 
for the current ruler; it was possible to honour 
other persons with a similar ritual, although they 
as a group received only the same amount as was 
offered for the soul of Sabuhr alone. In the case of 
Cyrus, the founder of the Persian empire, the 



sacrifice to be performed daily by the Magi in- 
cluded a lamb or sheep (TipoPaxov xs zq f|nspav) and 
fixed quantities (xsxayiisva) of wheat (d^supwv) 
and wine (oi'voo). Leaving aside the horse 24 which, 
according to Arrian, was to be sacrificed addition- 
ally every month, the two sacrificial offices no 
doubt followed the same pattern. 

Although Maricq 25 pointed out that the Greek 
interpreter of SKZ may have made a mistake in 
translating MP ioz o ioz akbiid 1 and Parth. ioz 
o ioz akbiid ew with rcpoPaxov f||ispiaiov sv, since 
the Iranian Voilage clearly insists on the fact 
that the whole performance should be enacted 
every day, we cannot rule out the possibility that 
the Greek scribe deliberately stressed the fact 
that a sacrificial animal was to be immolated 
daily. 16 Since the animal was intrinsically the 
most expensive part of the sacrifice, 27 its daily 
immolation indicated the extraordinary impor- 
tance attributed to the ritual on behalf of the 
king's soul. Sabuhr himself insists on the high 
number of sacrificial animals consecrated to these 
rituals (1,000), mentioning (SKZ 35) the emission 
of a special document as guarantee of the honours 
attributed to the fire-temples, 28 but also noting 
(SKZ 39) that only the remainder of the animals 
sacrificed on behalf of his soul and those of his 
close relatives should be used for the other nobles. 
In this case, the parallelism with Arrian's TipoPa- 
xov xs sc, fmspav would be extraordinarily strik- 
ing, although it is clear in both cases that the 
ritual did not involve an immolation exclusively, 
but also other offerings such as wine and bread 
or wheat. In other words, the supposed mistake 
attributed to the Greek translator does not really 
change the meaning of the passage, because it is 
self-evident that the daily sacrifice of one TipoPa- 
xov (f|)ispiaiov) also involved the ritual offering of 
bread and wine. Also in the other passages where 
the expression "every day" was not used, 29 we 
may assume that the immolation, when it took 
place, 30 did not exclude the presence of the other 
offerings. 

Coming back to Arrian's text, we must con- 
sider an interesting problem: some scholars, for 
instance Briant, seem to understand this pas- 
sage as indicating that only a horse was offered 
by the king for the sacrifice, while the sheep, 
wheat and wine were given to the Magi as a kind 
of remuneration. Thus Briant writes: 31 "Les pre- 
tres charges des sacrifices devant la tombeau de 
Cyrus recoivent des rations pour eux-memes (un 
mouton par jour, vin et farine) et un cheval par 
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mois pour le sacrifice." The same interpretation 
was perhaps implicit in Brunt's translation 32 of 
Kod xouxok; 7tp6(3ax6v xs eq f](iepav eSiSoxo £k (5aai- 
Xewq Kai d^eupcov xe Kai oivou xexayjieva Kai i7i7ro<; 
Kaxd [if\va ec, Buaiav xq> Kupco as "the king used 
to give them a sheep a day, a fixed amount of 
meal 33 and wine, and a horse each month to sac- 
rifice to Cyrus." 

I think that this restricted interpretation, which 
introduces a sharp distinction which cannot be 
deduced from the text and which seriously di- 
minishes its importance, is unnecessary 34 From 
the syntactical point of view we may note that 
the items in the list 7ip6(3ax6v xe [ec, fpspav), d^eupcov 
re Kai oivou Tsxayfisva Kai Xnnoq (Kaxd jifjva) are all 
governed by the same verb, e5i§oxo; the only se- 
rious opposition is that between 7rp6|3axov, which 
is ec, f^epav, and innoq, which, in its turn, is Kaxd 
Htjva. The sheep must be killed every day, the 
horse, which is more expensive and valuable, 
only every month. Both animals together with 
wheat and wine have been given (eSi5oxo) by the 
king (ek fiaailEOx;) in order to be offered in sacri- 
fice [ec, Qvoiav) on behalf of the soul of Cyrus (xqj 
Kupw). The idea that only the horse was offered as 
a sacrificial animal, while all the rest was given 
as a food ration, is in my opinion philologically 
groundless and based on aprioristic arguments. In 
addition, this interpretation is contradicted by 
various pieces of evidence: 

1 ) The fact that Strabo erroneously considered 
both the daily sheep and the monthly horse JKa8' 
r)|ispav 7rp6(3axov, 8id nr\vbc, 5' itttiov) as the Magi's 
ration of food (aixr|oiv) paradoxically shows that 
these two animals belong to the same category, 
and that the most important contrast in the text 
is the frequency with which the one and the 
other are killed/immolated. 

2) The Iranian sacrificial tradition does not re- 
quire the complete destruction through inciner- 
ation 35 of any part of the killed animal, with the 
exception of some offerings of fat [zdhi] 36 and, 
perhaps, of the omentum- 37 it is the animal breath 
or soul 38 which belongs to the divine dimen- 
sion, 39 while its flesh might be eaten after the rit- 
ual, 40 as already noted by Herodotus I, 132, 41 and 
Strabo XV, 3, 13-15. 42 Thus we may presume that 
the animals and other offerings were not de- 
stroyed, but that after the completion of the 
office the priests attending at the sacrifice con- 
sumed the meat. 

3) As Briant already noted, 43 the Elamite tab- 
lets of Persepolis, in particular those discovered 



in the Fortification, preserve at least two series 
of documents, which precisely agree with Arrian's 
source, although they belong to a period later 
than that of Cambyses (who apparently founded 
the ritual in memory of his father). The series de- 
nominated "E" 44 by Hallock (PF 336-431, 2029- 
30) 45 mentions ritual goods such as flour and 
grain, wine, beer, fruit, and sheep "utilized" 46 in 
the framework of different religious and sacrifi- 
cial ceremonies, in honour of not only Iranian 
but also Elamite and Babylonian gods. The fol- 
lowing tablets definitely concern Iranian gods: 
PF 336 (grain), ceremony in honour of Misdusi, 47 
perhaps an epithet of Asi; PF 337 (grain), cere- 
mony in honour of Ahuramazda and Misdusi; 
PF 338 (wine) for Ahuramazda, MiGra, and Simut; 
PF 339 (wine) for Ahuramazda (etc.). In the con- 
text of the Zoroastrian tradition the employ- 
ment of wine in the yasna has been a debated 
subject, 48 but it is clear from these tablets that 
Achaemenian Mazdean priests (as well as Par- 
thian 49 and Sasanian ones) 50 did use wine for 
ritual purposes. The other series mentioned by 
Briant 51 is Hallock's "Kl" 52 (PF 741-74, 2036), 53 
which consists of texts dealing with "Rations 
for individuals with religious functions." In this 
series we find sentences arranged according to a 
basic pattern (although variants are attested): a 
certain quantity of food (grain, beer, flour, wine, 
etc.), supplied by somebody, is received by an 
individual (generally an official) as a regular 
monthly "ration" [gal] 54 of the Ian ceremony, 55 
i.e. a kind of ritual which cannot be exactly deter- 
mined; then a date follows. As Briant has empha- 
sized, the priests 56 never received meat according 
to these Elamite tablets. I do not understand why 
Briant supposes that the Magi at the tomb of 
Cyrus were given an extraordinary quantity of 
food (although he admits that their number is 
not at all clear). 57 In fact, the whole Greek pas- 
sage, as we can infer from the supportive witness 
of the Elamite tablets, 58 probably makes no di- 
rect reference to rations of food, but simply con- 
cerns what is to be sacrificed in honour of Cyrus' 
soul. The already quoted tablet PF 337, in which 
800 quarts of grain (400 for Ahuramazda and 400 
for Misdusi) are utilized, as Hallock makes clear, 59 
for a divine ceremony (bakadausiya), 60 attests to 
the fact that, when the ritual was over, "the 
workers consumed (it)." Thus we may presume 
that a definitive distinction between a sacred and 
a practical function is ruled out, because the "sac- 
rificial food" can be consumed after the ritual. 
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The ritual triad "animal (= meat), bread, and 
wine" no doubt enjoyed a remarkable impor- 
tance; in fact, if the comparison between the 
Achaemenian and Sasanian customs is sound, its 
presence also in the framework of the Kirdlr's 
vision assumes a new relevance. Following an 
insightful conjecture advanced by Kellens 61 (and 
also thanks to a new photograph published by 
W Hinz), 62 most scholars now assume that the 
last words of KSM 49 (§ 34) refer to the same rit- 
ual triad: "bread, meat, and wine" [nan ud gost 
ud may [LHM' W BSR> W HS]). 63 Although the 
late D. N. MacKenzie prudently wrote 64 that "it 
is impossible to say whether Kerdir's double par- 
took of 'bread and meat and wine' or, in some 
miraculous way, was able to make an offering of 
them," Skj servo's suggestion 65 that the inscrip- 
tion may refer to a paradisiacal food deserves to 
be carefully considered. The alternative solution 
proposed by Gignoux, 66 who assumes an allu- 
sion to a sacrificial ritual, seems to me less prob- 
able in the context. While gods and human beings 
in paradise could reasonably be supposed to be 
delighted by sacrifices offered on earth, it seems 
improbable that an actual immolation — if indeed 
an animal sacrifice is assumed to be implied — 
would be supposed to take place in the celestial 
dimension. In any case, the presence of meat, 
rather than a live lamb or sheep, is not a matter 
of chance; it probably "represents" the sacrificial 
animal itself, although it is not properly the same 
thing, but can be considered as the symbolic fruit 
of a sacrifice offered on earth. 

Thus, thanks to this passage partly preserved 
in the context of Kirdlr's vision, we may gain an 
idea of how the Mazdean clergy symbolically in- 
terpreted the result of the sacrificial offerings, in 
particular those offered pad mwan. The mention 
of the triad "bread, meat, and wine" in the pres- 
ence of the golden throne and the god Wahram 
appears to be a kind of celestial "reification" of 
the sacrifice, the new food of the paradise. 67 What 
men offer to the gods and pad mwan, both in life 
and (by means of their descendants) in the after- 
life, will be found again in paradise and distrib- 
uted in bliss. 68 This simple but seminal idea, 
which probably inspired also those who ordered 
the ritual in memory of Cyrus the Great, seems 
to be confirmed by some additional Greek sources 
mentioning the practice of honouring the king's 
5aiuwv at banquets. 69 Theopompus, in his Philip- 
pica quoted by Athenaeus (VI, 60), noted that the 



Persians, every day [icaG' sKdaxr|v ■fpepav], pre- 
pared a separate table for the Sociliwv of the king. 70 
Already L. R. Taylor 71 connected this homage 
offered to the 5aiLicov of the living king with the 
daily offerings to Cyrus mentioned by Arrian, al- 
though she suggested some general conclusions 
about the Achaemenian kingship to which Tarn 
raised a number of objections. 72 The mention of 
banquets in honour of the royal SoduMv is in any 
case very interesting as another indication of a 
direct connection between food and spirit; a daily 
terrestrial banquet celebrates the incorporeal be- 
ing of the king. I cannot say that this custom was 
[ante litteram) a kind of dinner or supper pad 
ruwdn, but it is clear that good food and a well- 
appointed table opened the gates of "paradise," 
not only to the king but also to his relatives and 
of course to his obedient servants. 
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at the time of Darius I, received two sheep every day, 
together with 90 quarts of wine and 180 quarts of 
flour (see Hallock 1985, 589). But this enormous ra- 
tion is not that of a priest, and it is not mentioned in 
a ritual context. 

58. Already Koch (1977, 147) noted the potential for 
comparing these Elamite sources with the paragraphs 
concerning the sacrificial offerings mentioned in the 
inscription of Sabuhr I (SKZ), although she indicated 
some doubt about the Iranian background of the ritu- 
als mentioned in the tablets. 

59. 1985, 605. 

60. Hinz and Koch 1987, vol. 1, 142. 

61. 1975, 468 and n. 28; cf. Gignoux 1991, 98, n. 
223; 1981, 257, n. 64. Lecoq (1972, 131) proposed the 
alternative reading HLB "milk." 

62. See MacKenzie 1989, 69. 

63. See MacKenzie 1989, 51, 56, 60; cf. Gignoux 
1991, 92, 98, n. 223. 

64. MacKenzie 1989, 70. 

65. Skjaervo 1983 288, 303-4. 

66. See 1999b, 42. 

67. In later times, as is confirmed by a Persian Ri- 
vayat, the memory of the power of animal sacrifice 
was preserved in the Atas-zohr performed on the 
dawn at the fourth day, when, before passing the Cin- 
vat bridge, the soul goes to the court of King Bahram, 
i.e. as Boyce (1966, 101-2) explains, the Atas-Bahram: 
"If the fat of a gospand is offered as zoi to the Atas- 
Bahram, the soul passes away thence happily, and 
Adar-Xwarrah and the other Amasaspands help it, and 
it goes to the different stations of heaven." The idea 



that the fat of a sheep, if offered to the ritual Are, can 
open a kind of sacrificial path is in any case very per- 
tinent for the passages discussed here. It is worth not- 
ing that also the Ab-zohr can take the form of a 
special ritual of purification after death (see Boyce 
1966, 111). 

68. As Boyce underlined (1968, 270), many modern 
Zoroastrian rituals "are accompanied by offerings of 
food and drink, which are afterwards partaken of by 
the living in communion with the dead, the soul be- 
ing invited back to join its kinsmen and friends, not 
in grief but in companionable happiness." 

69. Taylor 1927, 54-55. 

70. Taylor 1927, 55. The frequency of references to 
a daily ceremony needs to be carefully considered. 

71. See Taylor 1927, 54. 

72. It is not the focus of this article to discuss again 
Taylor's assumption that the 5ai(icov should corre- 
spond to the Av. frauuasi-, which was strongly criti- 
cized by Tarn (1928, 207-10). In my opinion, Taylor's 
basic idea that it was possible in Achaemenian times 
to offer a sacrifice in favour of the spirit of a living 
king, a fact denied by Tarn, is sound; for instance, the 
worship of the uiuuan- and the fiauuasi- belonging to 
either the living or the dead (and sometimes also to 
those yet unborn) is well known in Avestan sources 
(see Panaino 2004, 66-75). On the other hand, Taylor's 
conclusion that the offerings to the 5ai|i(ov corre- 
sponded to a divine cult of the Persian king does not 
take into consideration the evidence that everyone 
can offer a sacrifice in favour of his own soul or of 
that of any person living or dead. 
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